Apparent incidence of Helicobacter pylori in adulthood: to what extent do new infections reflect misclassification?
Helicobacter pylori infection is a key risk factor for a variety of gastrointestinal diseases. About half of the world population is infected. Most infections are acquired early in childhood, but the occurrence of new infections among adults has also been suggested. We review epidemiological studies providing estimates of incidence of H. pylori infection among adults and evaluate to what extent incidence estimates might have been affected by measurement error of infection status. Thirty-two studies could be included in the review. Annual incidence was lower than 1.0 % in 17 studies; no correlation between length of follow-up and cumulative incidence was observed. Apparent cumulative incidences of the magnitudes observed in most studies would be expected, because of less than perfect sensitivity and specificity of the diagnostic tests, even in the absence of any true new infections. CONCLUSION/IMPACT: Apparent incidence rates of H. pylori infection among adults in Western populations should be interpreted with utmost caution.